101 WAYS TO USE VIDEO
JANE WILLIS

Introduction

It is comparatively easy for any group of imaginative teachers experienced in
using video for ELT to sit down and draw up a list of 101 different ways of
using video in the classroom; there are many accounts where interesting
'video lessons' are reported in the literature, and there will be many more.
There seems, however, to be a constant danger of lapsing into the anecdotal;
'I did this with my students and it was a great success' does not mean that the
same video lesson, i.e. the same video sequence, used in the same way will be
equally successful with a different group.
Should we, in fact, be talking about 'video lessons' at all? We do not talk
about 'blackboard lessons' or 'textbook lessons'. Video is a teaching aid;
video materials can be valuable teaching resources, in the same way as textbooks or audio tape recordings; video is not an end in itself. As we have
already seen in this volume (Willis, J. D. The Potential and Limitations of
Video), video merely adds a further dimension that of moving picture and
synchronized sound to the teaching aids and material formats we already
use. It follows, then, that very many teaching techniques and classroom
activities we already use in conjunction with other aids and materials can also
be used (with minor adaptations to suit the properties of video equipment)
with video materials. Since we already use different combinations of aids and
materials (e.g. audio tape and blackboard and printed text) we now have even
more combinations available with the addition of video, which in turn has its
own combinations picture without sound, sound without picture, etc.
Immediately this opens up a wealth of possibilities for ways to use video
materials both on their own and in conjunction with other aids and formats.
Some examples will be discussed later in Section 2. However, whichever aid,
format or combination of aids is used, the same basic pedagogic and
linguistic principles which need to be applied must surely remain.
The problem is that in the excitement of experimenting with a relatively new
medium there is a tendency for video users (both us, as teachers, and
students themselves) to lose sight of language teaching objectives, and of
students' own learning objectives, and to use video for insufficiently
motivated purposes. This problem is aggravated by the fact that students are
not conditioned to regarding the TV screen as a teaching device to be used
selectively, in a similar way to, say, their textbooks. (The problem of
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'marketing' video as a teaching tool is discussed later, in Section 2.) The
result is often that neither students nor teachers have specific and valid
language learning aims in mind once the video has been switched on. The one
hundred and one possible ways to use video fade fast from our minds as the
television screen begins (in its compelling way) its mesmerization process. 1
Switching off before the end of the programme becomes a decidedly antisocial gesture for us, as teachers, to make.
1.

Language Learning Objectives and the Role
of Video

In an attempt to explore and classify the uses of video-taped recordings to
fulfil specified language objectives and to meet stated student needs, I have
drawn up a tentative framework which allows us to establish more clearly the
potential roles of video in the ELT classroom. This is now explained.
7.7

Overall View

The framework appears as a chart opposite. It is ultimately intended as a
reference document to be read vertically down the columns, thus linking the
general language learning objectives in the upper section with the possible
roles of video and with examples of suitable activities involving video.
Hence, the lower section of the chart which applies specifically to video,
needs to be interpreted in the light of the upper section, which outlines
language learning objectives in more general terms.
Initially, then, it is a good idea to read across the upper section, where the
general language learning OBJECTIVES are outlined in stages, and suggestions made for the UNIT OF TEXT (spoken or written) to be used at each
stage. While reading across, bear in mind the implications of the FOCUS
SHIFT2, which indicates the fact that in the early stages of the language
learning process the emphasis is more on language forms than in the later
stages, where the message conveyed by the language receives more attention.
i
1.2

Detailed Guide

The rest of this section is devoted to more detailed explanations of the
horizontal categories of the chart, and thus needs to be read in conjunction
with the chart itself.
OBJECTIVES

In the upper section of the chart are set out, in five broad stages, the changes
that occur in language teaching objectives as a result of increasing language
proficiency, both in the short term, as seen over a lesson or series of lessons,
and in the long term, as students progress from 'elementary' to 'intermediate'
and 'advanced'. 3 These objectives will obviously need to be adapted and
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LANGUAGE LEARNING OBJECTIVES AND THE HOLE OF VIDEO
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made more specific to suit the needs of particular student groups. I have
deliberately tried to keep them as general as possible while still being
informative.
Considering the five objects from the long-term angle first. OBJECTIVES 1 and 2 pertain to any elementary stage class, 2 and 3 (and sometimes
1) to intermediate, 3-5 to later intermediate and advanced stages. At any
stage, however, any of the earlier objectives may have occasional validity,
just as, with a remedial class, all five objectives are likely to be valid at
different times.
Within each stage, we should be aware of the need to reassess objectives constantly as a result of student achievement over the short term, as each
learning cycle comes to completion. Compare, for example, objective 1 with
objective 2, or 3 with 4.
UNITS OF TEXT

The terminology used here for the units of spoken text is in accordance with the description of
the model for the analysis of spoken interaction developed over the last 12 years at the
University of Birmingham and which is now beginning to be applied to the design of teaching
materials.4

It is generally accepted that the earlier the stage, the shorter the 'unit' of
language presented. This is, of course, only a general rule; obviously the
length of text will depend on what the student is expected to do with it, e.g.
imitate, summarize or merely comprehend specific items. In very early stages,
students might be restricted to the production of simple two or three-part
exchanges, consisting of an Initiation, a Response and perhaps a Follow-up
move. These could either be exchanges that are complete 'interactions' in
themselves, for example, two people passing in street might say only:
(Initiation)
A Excuse me, do you have the time?
(Response)
B Er yes, it's ten o'clock.
(Follow-up)
A Thank you.
and then go on their separate ways. Or it could be a chain of identical
exchanges, for example, those used when filling out a form for someone else:
A What's your name?
B Rebecca Bloggs.
A What's your address?
B 21 Park Road.
A Telephone number?
B 3612.
A Thanks. That's all.
However, we cannot always find suitable exchanges that are complete interactions in themselves; in which case a single exchange, itself embedded in a
short sequence of other exchanges, can be taught for productive control,
while the surrounding language which contextualizes the exchange can, if
they do not already know it, be taught for receptive control for aural
comprehension, only. An example follows:
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(Frances meets Paul in the street)
P Hello, Frances, glad we met. Look, are you free on Friday? Friday
evening?
F Yes, I think so, Paul._______
P We're having a party. Could you come? ]
F Oh, yes please. That would be nice. | What time?
P About eight.
F Eight o'clock. Right. Oh, by the way, have you seen Fred lately?
P Fred? No, not since . . .
the central exchange being the one taught initially for productive control.
The terminology used for the UNITS in the chart is now explained with
reference to the above dialogue. The first four exchanges here make up one
'transaction', the 'boundaries' of which are marked by Look at the beginning
and Right at the end. A new 'transaction' then begins, marked by Oh, by the
way . . . These two (or maybe more) 'transactions' will form the complete
'interaction' which will be the extent of the casual meeting between Frances
and Paul. Usually, then, an 'interaction' (which consists of one or more
'transactions') is a longer, more complex unit than a 'transaction', and, in
turn, a 'transaction' (made up of a series of 'exchanges') is almost always a
longer and more complex unit than an exchange. It is, however, possible to
have, as we saw from the first example, a complete interaction made up of
one transaction made up of one exchange, but this is rare. So, normally,
unless we can find such simple 'complete' interactions, we would wait until
the later stages (see objectives 4-5) to introduce a unit of text as long, or
complex, as the usual complete interaction (e.g. a whole lecture or a job
interview). This has obvious implications for the selection of video sequences
as it does for the selection or writing or recording of reading or listening
texts; some kind of complete 'unit' is preferable, but the length and
complexity of the overall structure of the unit depend on the language
teaching objectives.
The commonly used term 'video sequence' seems to suggest some idea of
'completeness' although, as far as I have found, the term 'sequence' is
nowhere formally defined. It seems to be used to indicate an extract from a
video programme, but the length and complexity of that extract is variable. I
suggest that we adopt the term 'sequence' only for an extract that consists of
a 'complete unit' as defined above, i.e. either a whole transaction, or a series
of exchanges that make some sense on their own. Anything smaller, i.e. less
complete, would be termed a 'segment'. 'Chunk' remains a suitable term for a
loose, undefined extract, yet to be analysed into units suitable for teaching.
In the chart, I have used the terminology referring to the structure of interactive discourse in order to give a more specific definition of sequence, i.e.
giving an idea of the length and complexity of the UNIT of language that can
be used at each stage to fulfil each objective. Although written language
should also be considered interactive, there is no such generally accepted
terminology for units of written discourse; hence I have kept to the tradi-
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tional terms, 'Sentence', 'paragraph' and 'text'; 5 but these are more meaningful if seen not as discrete items, but as parts of a whole and in relation to the
units of spoken discourse.
FOCUS SHIFT

At very early stages, even if the new language items are well contextualized,
and presented and practised in a meaningful way, there is inevitably a very
great degree of emphasis on the form of the new language items. As the
learning cycle progresses, and as the amount of control imposed by the
teacher or the materials decreases, the language used becomes less predictable, and the focus shifts from language as a tool, i.e. lexis, grammar, intraand inter-sentential relations, and discourse structure, to the message
conveyed by the language, i.e. its informational content and its functional
use. This is shown diagrammatically in the table as a single cline, which
represents an average shift of focus; as students' language proficiency
increases, less attention is drawn to the form of specific language items, and
more attention paid to comprehension and expression of a message. This
focus shift will not normally be as steady as the straight cline suggests.
Recent research has shown that in the language classroom the focus is ever
likely to switch from topic to language, e.g. whenever a student asks the
meaning of a word or a teacher corrects pronunciation, or gives an explanation of a particular usage. It does, however, represent an 'average' cline,
from 'elementary' stages on the left to 'advanced' stages on the right.
We have completed our look at the more general section of this chart and will
now go on to the lower section which is more specifically concerned with
video.
We must remember at this point that I have limited this paper to the discussion of video playback facilities, excluding discussion on the uses of video for
recording purposes. However, it would be impossible to give a clear account
of the varying roles of video at the different stages without first clarifying
what we shall be playing back; i.e. the software. So, I shall begin by
summarizing briefly some types of video recordings that can be used to fulfil
these objectives and roles, and used for the activities suggested at the bottom
of this chart.
Purpose-made recordings for EL T These can be home-made sequences
recorded to illustrate particular language in use, (perhaps a sequence
where instructions are being given, or a 'mini-lecture', 4 to 12 minutes
long, to teach comprehension strategies), or bought from commercial
sources, like the BBC.
'Authentic' material, i.e. programmes not made specifically for language
teaching purposes, e.g. BBC Open University programmes and other
educational programmes; features or documentaries, drama, comic or
otherwise, cassettes of which are available on loan or on hire through
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video libraries6; also in-house recordings, in existence in departments of
your institution perhaps. Some, if not most, of these 'authentic' materials
will, in fact, be scripted and/or much edited, so their degree of linguistic
'authenticity' is ever doubtful a point to watch for.
Classroom-based recordings, e.g. of other classes of students playing
language games, carrying out role-play or simulation activities, and other
classroom-based activities that can replicate events (linguistic events) in the
real world7. (These would mostly need to be in-house productions)
(Concept 7-9), ELT films8.
I am not however suggesting that only one particular type of software is
suitable for one particular objective. Each type of programme may have
several short sequences, each suitable for exploitation at a different stage for
one or several different purposes. It is not the type of material, it is the length
and size of unit used as we have already discussed that is important.
There is one proviso, however, which is that the subject matter, the message,
is relevant and interesting for the students concerned; if a programme is
thought to lack face validity, students will quite likely gain very little from
watching even a short section of it. They will not feel like making a great
effort to understand something in which they have little interest.
So now, having given some idea of the kind of video software we may have
recourse to, I would like to continue by considering, in the light of those
materials, the rest of the chart.
ROLES OF VIDEO

In this section of the chart I propose six tentative categories for roles for the
use of video, which relate to the objective and units in the columns above. It
has proved very difficult to choose suitably explicit titles for each role, hence
the fairly lengthy exemplifications below each title. The categories suggested
are not intended to be hard and fast: some roles will, at times in the lesson,
inevitably overlap with one another; one role may become embedded within
another. The distinctions, too, are not absolutely clear cut; there are grey
areas in between. However, this does represent, as far as I know, the first
attempt to define specific roles for video, and although there is room for
improvement, I feel the resulting categories should be of practical use.
As you read the examples in each column, bear in mind the possible types of
software that could be used for each. Consider, too, the possible adaptations
you would have to make to suit your own students.
The categories proposed by Riley, p. 6, for the 'Role du VisueF (see Figure 2
in Implications for the Exploitation of Video in the ELT Classroom) are not
the same type of category as 'Roles of Video' here. Riley distinguishes six
different functions of the visual component of video, and most of his six

50

Jane Willis

functions can be exploited, in different ways and for different purposes, at all
the stages mentioned in this chart; we should not confuse the 'roles of the
visual element' (i.e. in communication in general) with the 'roles of video'
(i.e. for language teaching).
SEQUENCE LENGTH

The lengths of video sequence suggested here are approximate, but relate
very closely to the UNITS of TEXT suggested above. For example, at an
early stage, a sequence consisting of a single exchange, or short chain of
exchanges is hardly likely to be longer than 30 seconds. At an intermediate
stage, when one might ask students to read a passage of 3/4 page in length,
or to do a listening comprehension of a text lasting 2 to 5 minutes, there is no
pedagogic reason to ask them to study more than 2 to 5 minutes worth of text
on video. (Of course, a video recording may be broken up by silences where
the visual channel takes over for short spells so the actual playback time may
be longer.) Further discussion of this point comes later, in section 4.
ACTIVITIES

This final section of the chart contains some examples of the one hundred
and one ways to use video. Again, the activities outlined in each column can
fulfil part of the objectives stated at the top of the same column, and so, at
this point, one should refer vertically up each column so as not to lose sight
of the other aspects. A key is provided alongside these activities: suggestions
are made concerning size of group and initial patterns of interaction among
students and vis-a-vis the teacher; these include pairwork, group work and
teacher with class. Many of these activities could be adapted for self-access
students. Suggestions are also made as to how the first showing(s) of the
video can be done, with or without sound or picture. (This can help students
to focus and concentrate on one channel at a time.) Implied in the brief outlines of the activities are the support materials that will be needed in addition
to the video cassette, e.g. student hand-cuts containing an introductory
written text, or a set of jumbled pictures/main points to identify or
rearrange, a matrix or flow chart to fill in, or perhaps even an audio tape to
be compared with the information given by the video tape. Obviously the
style of support materials you create will depend on the video programme
itself as well as your teaching objectives; some video sequences, for example,
lend themselves to matrix or flow-diagram representation, others do not.
Ideas and techniques used for reading/listening comprehension and
problem-solving and simulation activities will obviously be useful here. The
important thing is that the activity should provide the opportunity for
purposeful viewing; it should create a need for students to be actively
involved in processing the information they receive. That is to say, an activity
should demand an outcome which represents a useful achievement on the
part of the students, such as the completion of a matrix that can
subsequently be used as a basis for a written report, or the drawing up of a
set of written instructions that could actually be used in real life or as one of
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the 'props' for a simulation activity involving, in this case, a trainee and an
instructor. Activities like this, then, involve not only extracting information,
but putting it to good use. 8 Only in trivial examination situations are people
expected to answer comprehension questions, i.e. to extract information, for
no other purpose than to show their level of understanding.
A practical exercise

Having now been acquainted with the contents of the chart, you might find it
useful, in order to gain a working knowledge of it, to select some of the
activities for video that are mentioned in this volume or those which you use
yourself or have seen others use, and then try to map them on to the chart in
the appropriate column, thus adding to the suggestions already there.
It should in fact be possible, given the information in this chart, and the
examples of activities here, to generate many more such activities suitable for
your own students, whose needs you are familiar with, bearing in mind the
type of video software available to you that you can borrow, hire, buy or
produce simply yourself.
2.

Some Examples

Perhaps all these explanations in 1. above have seemed rather abstract, but
these are, in fact, the procedures that most people follow when handling, for
example, written texts. Let us take some examples and work them through.
It is useful to begin at the top of the chart by identifying what the language
teaching objectives are for a specific group of students; let us take students
with stage 4 objectives for these examples. These objectives we can understand more easily with reference to the language skills and types of material
we are familiar with, for example, written texts; we can then apply the same
principles to the exploitation of video materials, adapting where necessary.
So, just as a good teacher who wanted to practise relevant micro-skills to
help students recognize the structure of a text would first arouse students'
interest in the theme of the chosen reading or listening extract by asking them
to speculate and make predictions about the subject matter and its organization and/or presentation, based on the evidence given by title, review, or
illustrations, etc. (thus creating a situation where students will want to read
the passage to see if their predictions are fulfilled), the teacher with a video
extract can do the same, either by showing students a copy of the relevant
section from the film catalogue, or a brief review of the video extract such as
one might find in a film review, or by showing the first 30 seconds of the
video revealing the title captions, and then switching off. In order to get
students from stage 2 onwards to read or listen purposefully, a teacher can
previously set specific questions to which the students find the answers in the
text, so that they process the information they receive in a systematic and
evaluative way; the same can of course be done before showing a video
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extract. Just as we have techniques for teaching reading and listening comprehension strategies, we can apply the same basic principles to the teaching
of strategies for 'viewing comprehension'7, exploiting the text for its linguistic
potential and relevant language teaching items. We must, however,
remember that a 'video text' is a synthesis of the verbal and non-verbal, i.e.
of sound and vision; the interrelations between these can vary from
programme to programme and sequence to sequence. The visual channel can
also be exploited linguistically, and often in conjunction with the aural
channel.
With lower level students, practising the familiar set dialogues and simple
role play situations, we could use video to fulfil objectives 1 and 2, e.g. using
video as a model for a very short functional sequence (perhaps based on a
single exchange), like making and accepting an offer, or as a target, illustrating a situation for a role play activity, like offering food and drink at a party,
which would involve a series of exchanges, part of a 'transaction'. 9 When
introducing a dialogue or role play in class without video, one needs to
establish the context, the situation, the social setting, the status and roles of
the characters and the register. This still needs to be done when using video,
the only difference being that with video this can be more speedily and
interestingly achieved owing to the presence of the visual channel. One
could, for example, do this by using preliminary showings of the video
sequence with volume OFF, followed by guided pair discussion.
In the same way as a good course designer and teacher would aim to integrate
the main language skills as far as possible, (for example, promoting oral
discussion before reading, leading on to further discussion then writing), one
should not only integrate the video component, where it best fits, into the
course as a whole, but also practise the 'viewing' skill in conjunction with the
other language skills.
The principles behind techniques like Jigsaw listening and reading 10, or
games like Spot the Difference10 can equally well be applied to using video
extracts; in order to help students to integrate skills by transcoding information and to read or view critically, one video extract could be used in conjunction with a similar but not identical written account of the same
situation: half the group watches the video, while the other half (outside, or
in another room) reads the written account; ensuing discussion between
members of the two groups aims to establish the differences or piece together
the whole story; these can then be recorded in writing, or in spoken form on
tape, depending on the needs of the students. Thus students have read or
viewed with the purpose of discussing and reporting orally what they have
understood, the final purpose being to reach a consensus of opinion about
the facts. In doing so, they have been fulfilling the objectives stated at 4 in
the chart.
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Summary of Ways to Use the Chart

We have seen, then, in section 2 how to adapt already familiar classroom
techniques for use with video, having first identified what language teaching
objectives we aim to fulfil by so doing.
I would like now to summarize the different ways in which this chart can be
used.
3.1

Practical Video Use

We can either work up the chart, from the bottom, to check whether the
activities we think of and like using in class do, in fact, fulfil stated
objectives. Or, and this obviously is the ideal way, we can generate new
activities of our own by working downwards through the chart, taking into
account the language objectives (adapted where necessary to suit our own
students), the units of text we have available on video, the possible roles of
video, and sequence length; this procedure is likely to produce practical and
innovative video use.
Many of us, however, will need to start in the middle of the chart. Due to the
ad hoc fashion in which video has come into our lives and teaching institutions, we are often forced to start from what video materials we have available; and usually this also means what favourite programmes we have and
know well and/or have transcriptions of (it is almost impossible to create
good support materials without reference both to the script and to the
screen). So in this case, it is a matter of relating what materials we already
have (as well as what activities we already do) to the chart, to evaluate more
objectively what we are doing, and seek new inspiration. In which case, we
should start from UNIT and SEQUENCE LENGTH, identifying which
sequences from our favourite video programmes best fulfil our
OBJECTIVES remembering what we have said about UNITS of discourse
then thinking about the possible ROLES of video at this stage, and finally
selecting appropriate ACTIVITIES to exploit the language of the video
sequence.
If we do not do this, there is the very grave danger of letting the machine
master the man and of our losing sight of our language learning objectives
as the video ceases to be a language teaching tool and reverts to 'television',
mesmerizing all present, encouraging active minds to slip into the passive,
uncritical state that Mander 1 reports so vividly, that catatonic state that is the
least conducive, apart from actually sleeping, to learning.
If you still do not believe that a 20-30 minute programme is too long for a
language lesson, then sit down and transcribe it in full. As you do so, note
down the 'teachable' language points. Then compare the length of text you
have transcribed, and your list of possible teaching aims, with your usual
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reading/listening comprehension passage. (OK, it is easier to understand
with the visuals, but is that the point?) Few language teachers would feel
justified in letting students spend 20-30 minutes reading whole chapters of a
book in class, or listening non-stop to a radio discussion for that length of
time. Students could equally well do that outside valuable class time, just as
they could all watch the same TV programme in the evening, for homework.
Exposure to language is valuable, but class time can surely be better spent in
examining in greater depth shorter sections of video/audio/written text, the
size of the UNITS suggested in the chart, and exploiting them for specific
linguistic purposes that will help students acquire strategies for comprehension and simple effective language for communication.
Students would probably question the purpose of a teacher regularly giving
them 20-30 minutes of continuous silent reading in class. They do not yet
question the purpose of silently watching 20-30 minutes of video because
they can enjoy watching video for its own sake as they do at home.
3.2

Marketing Video

We have, in fact, now come round to the second problem, mentioned at the
beginning of this paper, that of marketing video.
We have not thought hard enough yet about how to market video to our
students as a teaching tool. The only way we can do this successfully is by
making the students themselves thoroughly conversant with their learning
needs and our language teaching objectives and the roles that video can fulfil
in the classroom to help achieve those objectives. (This is an added reason
for us, as teachers, to be perfectly clear in our own minds what these roles
and objectives are.) Students' attitudes to the television screen in the
classroom must be changed if video is to become a useful aid. Compare a
video sequence to a reading text. It is strange to think that most students will
quite happily read in class a decontextualized passage, an extract from some
unknown work, and answer multiple-choice questions on it. They have
grown so used to doing this they rarely demand to read the rest of the book
(as they usually demand to see the rest of the programme), they do not
complain at having to answer, aimlessly, a number of questions. Thus we
have proof that students will accept the principle of short extracts for
language study. Now, attitudes towards video are unlikely to change overnight, but if we, time and again, choose an interesting video sequence of a
suitable length and complexity, contextualize it well, state our teaching
objectives in such a way that our students understand, then get them to take
part in two or three purposeful activities that have real outcomes and give
our students a sense of personal achievement, how can we fail?
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